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[The author, who lives part time in Paraguay, is the editor of Borderlines, a publication of the
Interhemispheric Resource Center in New Mexico.]
Paraguay's political troubles are no closer to being resolved, despite President Raul Cubas'
insistence that his administration is seeking dialogue with Congress regarding the ongoing crisis.
The rift centers on Cubas' noncompliance with a Dec. 2 Supreme Court decision that overturned his
pardon of Gen. Lino Oviedo as unconstitutional and ordered the popular military leader back to his
cell (see NotiSur, 12/11/98).
Oviedo, one of three generals involved in the 1989 coup that terminated Paraguayan dictator Alfredo
Stroessner's 34- year rule, was the candidate for the ruling Asociacion Nacional Republicana (ANR,
Partido Colorado) until sentenced to 10 years in prison by a military tribunal for leading a second
coup attempt against former president Juan Carlos Wasmosy in 1996. Cubas, then Oviedo's vice
presidential candidate, assumed the general's place and won Paraguay's May 10 elections.
Three days after taking office on August 15 he commuted Oviedo's sentence (see NotiSur, 03/20/98,
05/15/98, 08/21/98). Despite the Court's December ruling, Cubas staunchly refuses to reincarcerate
his former running mate and longtime associate. Opposition politicians, the national press, and
Catholic Church leaders argue that the president has seriously damaged the rule of constitutional
law in Paraguay, setting the consolidation of democracy back years.
Political analyst Carlos Martini says that "democratic achievements like new laws, increasingly
competitive elections, and a growing sense of counterweight between the branches of the
government have been undermined." President Cubas maintains that a negotiated deal that would
defuse the situation is in the works, but opposition leaders deny that any congressional-executive
dialogue exists. On Dec. 30, Congress filed formal charges against Oviedo for "crimes against
constitutional bodies."
Prompted partly by claims that Attorney General Anbal Cabrera was refusing to investigate threats
made by Oviedo against members of the Supreme Court and journalists, the move would seem to
make any brokered settlement between Cubas and opposition leaders less likely. Some opposition
leaders willing to cut a deal Some members of the leftist opposition most notably, Cubas' opponent
in May's elections, Domingo Laino of the Partido Liberal Radical Autentico (PLRA) and Guillermo
Caballero Vargas of the Partido Encuentro Nacional (PEN) have come out in favor of a negotiated
settlement.
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This position has brought them criticism by those on both sides of the political fence who argue
that the law is not negotiable. Cubas' predicament provides leverage to opposition parties as well
as to ANR splinter groups like the one led by Vice President Luis Maria Argana, one of Oviedo's
most ardent opponents and a frequent critic of President Cubas. The most ambitious of Paraguay's
opposition legislators are already talking about forming a "government of reconciliation" capable of
returning the country to normality. The solution most frequently discussed would see Oviedo return
to jail to serve several months of his sentence while Congress hammers out changes to Paraguayan
law that would allow him to receive some sort of amnesty. In exchange for giving Oviedo his
freedom, opposition leaders would enjoy greater influence in the Cubas administration.
Ultimately, political observers in Paraguay admit that it's difficult to know what is happening behind
the closed doors of Paraguay's elitist halls of power. Press coverage has been based largely on
rumor and speculation, and the country's political life has settled into an awkward holding pattern.
Congressional outcries continue but are losing their impact as the impasse drags on. Furthermore,
congressional motives have been called into question as a result of the willingness of some members
to broker a deal. Many of those most opposed to negotiations belong to anti-Oviedo factions of the
Partido Colorado.
The president, meanwhile, seems utterly unwilling or unable to respond decisively to the scandal.
Critics argue that the uncharismatic Cubas is nothing but a marionette under Oviedo's control.
Certainly, Cubas is hamstrung by commitments made to the Partido Colorado's right wing during
the electoral campaign and bound by a sense of loyalty to his longtime business partner Oviedo. His
own base of support is quite weak. Cubas also faces significant political threats from rivals within
the Partido Colorado and is completely dependent on the political and financial backing of the
Oviedo organization.
In early December, Partido Colorado president Bader Rachid Lichi, calling Oviedo a "monomaniacal
absolutist," expelled the general from the party and, in his end-of-the- year address, called on
Cubas to cease "violating the Constitution" and return Oviedo to jail. In like manner, Vice President
Argana has openly and bitterly criticized the president's handling of the Oviedo affair. The internal
Colorado split between Oviedistas and anti-Oviedistas has turned the party in power for more than
50 years on its ear. There is little chance of a lasting solution to the crisis until that power struggle is
settled.

Political crisis brings campaign of violence
The recent congressional charges against Oviedo come on the heels of a particularly violent several
weeks in the campaign by Oviedo and his followers to have the Supreme Court decision annulled.
Following the Court's decision, Oviedo threatened that "blood will run" if the five members of the
Court who voted against him did not step down. Since then, the judges have been hounded by
Oviedistas clamoring for their resignations. Transit police have taken to rerouting traffic around the
demonstrations outside judge's homes rather than dispersing them, and on several occasions antiOviedo congressional delegates have been pelted with eggs and firecrackers.
On Dec. 10, UNACE, the Partido Colorado faction headed by Oviedo, bussed in hundreds of
supporters from the countryside for a rally in front of Congress to denounce that body's efforts
to see the Supreme Court decision enacted. As the manifestation became increasingly rowdy, the
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Oviedistas harried arriving legislators, lobbing eggs at several of them. Alleging that the police were
not disposed to guarantee their safety, the legislators suspended the session for the day.
Twelve days later, a similar assembly in front of the Supreme Court building resulted in a barrage of
rocks, fireworks, and, according to witnesses, at least three gunshots being fired toward the building.
Numerous windows were broken and six people were injured, including much-respected 75-yearold Bishop Ismael Roln, a high-profile human rights advocate during the Stroessner dictatorship.
Similarly, on Dec. 30 a group of Oviedo supporters staged a noisy protest outside the hospital where
ailing Supreme Court Judge Oscar Paciello lay dying.
Oviedo who has in the past compared himself to Jesus Christ enjoys widespread popularity among
poorer Paraguayans in the countryside. Unlike many politicians here, he is fluent in Guarani and
frequently makes speeches in that language. And UNACE frequently distributes food and clothing
to campesinos who belong to the organization. But without the organizational drive of UNACE's
leaders and the deep pockets of its supporters, it is doubtful that the pro-Oviedo movement would
be self-sustaining. Rallies in the capital barely fill the main plaza and depend on busloads of
Oviedistas brought in at UNACE's expense from the countryside.
In Asuncion, "Libertad Para Oviedo" bumper stickers are a common sight, but anti-Oviedo
sentiment exists as well. It is simply not as vocal, organized, and well-funded as the UNACE
machine. Clearly some of the general's most important supporters can be found sprinkled
throughout the ranks of the military and police. During the Dec. 22 attack on the Supreme Court
building, for instance, city police stood by as the Oviedistas launched their attack. Economic disaster
adds to crisis Paraguayans, however, are less troubled by the country's political woes than by the
worsening condition of its national economy.
Paraguay's political class is so focused on the Oviedo crisis that little attention is being paid to fixing
the nation's ailing economy. Figures released last week by the UN's Economic Commission on Latin
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) show change in per capita income in Paraguay has averaged a
negative .3% during the past eight years. Annual inflation, meanwhile, has outstripped raises in the
minimum wage by two to one in recent years, and unemployment, estimated between 12% and 20%,
is growing. Corruption and mismanagement led to the collapse of much of the national banking
sector last year, costing thousands their life savings, and trade disputes with Argentina have held
commerce on Paraguay's border with that country at a standstill for months. "We've lost political
stability and governability," said economist Pablo Alfredo Herken. "In 1998 we set about destroying
everything the country was previously working so hard for."
Congress has effectively dropped all other matters including economic reform packages submitted
by the president to debate the country's political deadlock. "We're completely occupied with
solving this institutional crisis," said one congressional source. "There's no time to attend other
issues." Normally the legislative body would be in recess until March but President Cubas has
exercised executive privilege to convene an extra session of both houses, which began Jan. 4.
MERCOSUR Stands Pat On Dec. 9 a group of Paraguayan legislators sitting on the MERCOSUR's
Joint Parliamentary Commission asked that body to "condemn President Cubas' break with
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institutional order" and asked MERCOSUR's help in reestablishing the "balance of power" in
Paraguay.
The accords which gave birth to MERCOSUR contain language requiring that member states
be practicing democracies. Countries that fail to abide by constitutional order may be kicked
out of the bloc. When Oviedo attempted his overthrow of Wasmosy in 1996, MERCOSUR did
not formally invoke the 'democracy clause' but did apply pressure that helped the Paraguayan
government resolve the crisis. Gloria Avan, head of the Argentine delegation, argued that the
issue be given immediate attention, but fellow Argentine, Sen. Eduardo Bauz, strongly opposed
her suggestion that the commission issue a declaration in support of Paraguayan democracy. The
Brazilian and Uruguayan representatives indicated that the matter required "careful deliberation."
The commission closed its session by issuing a general statement in support of democracy that did
not mention Paraguay but did communicate MERCOSUR's commitment to nonintervention in the
internal affairs of member nations.

-- End --
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